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There is a growing and widespread attention currently being accorded to citizen 
participation in municipal governance. The citizen’s role is being seen as more active 
than merely abiding by the laws of the land, and strongly encouraged as part of the 
pursuit of the “common or public good”. Within this context, citizens can act as 
partners in efforts to improve the performance of municipal service provisioning by 
local authorities. Acting as involved “customers”, citizens can assess the services 
provided after having received them and as “evaluators” of services if they are trained 
as service quality raters to directly assess the performance of municipal services. To 
obtain the input needed from citizens, local authorities could conduct community 
surveys in the form of survey questionnaires covering various issues of concern. Such 
surveys could provide important insights into citizen preferences having regard to their 
perceptions, expectations and personal experiences with local authorities apart from 
enabling the development of an objective measure of a community’s level of 
satisfaction. These surveys could also provide a complementary insight into the official 
statistics and indicators from a citizen’s perspective. This paper traces the rationale for 
conducting community surveys in line with emerging trends for good governance within 
the public sector, centring on the citizen’s role as “service quality evaluators” for 
municipal services and exploring the effectiveness of a community survey if conducted 
online. 
 
 
Local Government management has to be understood as part of the public domain but 
with its own special purposes and conditions reflecting its political nature and as 
organisations for the delivery of public services (Stewart, 1988). Within this context, 
local governments therefore have to change and adapt to the many driving forces. 
Amongst these are new public expectations about their role in a changing society, a 
constant flow of interventions from higher level governments restricting local initiative, 
and new ideas about the nature of good management in public service organisations. 
 
The New Public Management 
 
The modern trend in the developed world is to separate policy making from policy 
implementation, and to include management techniques used in the private sector or to 
privatise interests (Auriacombe, 1999). Osborne and Gaebler (1992) use the concept 
“entrepreneurial government” to describe this new model of government, also called the 
New Public Management (NPM). Hood (1991) summarises its components in terms of 
the shift towards the disaggregation of administrative units; the creation of explicit 
 standards and measures of performance; an emphasis on results rather than procedures; 
the use of contracts and franchise arrangements inside as well as outside the public 
sector; the promotion of competition; and a stress upon private sector styles of 
management. The NPM, according to Mwita (2000) has influenced a comprehensive 
process of change to public sector organisations with emphasis on decentralisation, 
devolution and modernisation of public service delivery. 
 
Such public orientation challenges the enclosed organisation of local authorities 
and argues for greater responsiveness to the public as customers and as citizens. It 
requires local authorities to look at their services from the viewpoint of the public rather 
than from the standpoint of the organisation. It also recognises an important role for the 
citizen as a participant in policy making. As Sekoto and Straaten (1999) explains, a 
customer-focused approach in the public sector dictates that it provides services that are 
responsive to the needs of its primary customer, the public, with the objective of 
improving service delivery.  
 
Briefly, the changes in emphasis within the public services are given as follows 
(Burns et al., 1994: 20): 
1. From an emphasis on hierarchical decision making to an approach stressing 
delegation and personal responsibility; 
2. From a stress on the quantity of service provided to a concern of quality; 
3. From a preoccupation with the service provider to a user orientation; 
4. From a tendency to dwell with internal procedures to a concern for outcomes; 
5. From an emphasis of professional judgement to an approach emphasising the 
management of contracts and trading relationships within an internal market; 
and 
6. From a culture that values stability and uniformity to one that cherishes 
innovation and diversity. 
 
Decentralisation As A Concept 
 
Decentralisation denotes a process which counters the process of centralisation. It 
implies the presence of something at a centre from which it may be dispersed. 
Administratively, it means reversing the concentration of administration at a single 
centre and conferring powers at the local level. This process, according to Smith (1985) 
involves the delegation of power to lower levels in a territorial hierarchy, whether the 
hierarchy is one of governments within a state or offices within a large-scale 
organisation. Local governments themselves, for example, may employ various kinds of 
administrative decentralisation within the internal organisations of their administrative 
departments. Hudson and Plum (1986) attributed this to a situation where effective 
control over events in their area is given to residents of that area via their control 
through representatives of the machinery of local government. 
 
In practical terms, there are many aspects and many different forms of 
decentralisation such that many writers find it difficult to agree on the true meaning of 
the term (Chua, 1997). Writers have the tendency of inventing specific terms to describe 
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 different forms of decentralisation in their analysis of a given situation although these 
meanings are sometimes combined in common usage. The geographical overtones of 
the term has led some writers to confine its use to the territorial transfer of 
governmental authority and functions to areal units such as provinces, divisions or 
districts, with two commonly used term being “deconcentration” and “devolution” 
(Fesler, 1964). The former refers to the transfer of authority to local offices of the same 
department or level of government, while the latter is the transfer of authority to local 
government units or special statutory bodies (often called parastatal organisations) in 
which case it is then referred to as “delegation”. Hence, as suggested by Burns et al. 
(1994) it is not surprising that most academic texts discussing decentralisation refer to 
the amount of autonomy local authorities can exercise within the context of national and 
international political and economic forces rather than the operation of democracy or 
participation below the level of the local authority. They argue that decentralisation, by 
means of devolved management to neighbourhood level, offer possibilities not only for 
improving the quality of local public service delivery, but also new opportunities for 
enhancing the quality of local democracy. This line of reasoning gives credence to 
attempts to develop a public service orientation which stresses that services are only of 
real value if they are of value to those for whom they are provided (Stoker, 1989). 
 
Elsewhere, Rondinelli et al. (1984) appeared to have expanded the usage of the 
term decentralisation to include the transfer of authority and functions of government to 
non-governmental, private or voluntary organisations, aptly termed “privatisation”. 
Furniss (1974), quoted in Kochen and Deutsch (1980) described such way of 
decentralisation as “industrial” decentralisation and had identified no less than eight 
different ways of decentralising including “legislative, corporate and millenial” 
decentralisation, other than the above. The concept of decentralisation therefore has 
broad meanings and cannot be taken literally for it means different things to different 
people. 
 
Premising from the above, a typology of the various forms of decentralisation 
can generally be formulated as such: devolution involves political decentralisation; 
deconcentration is associated with administrative or bureaucratic decentralisation, 
delegation entails functional decentralisation; and privatisation is a form of economic 
decentralisation (Chua, 1997). It can be seen that decentralisation of governmental 
powers and functions can take place either along functional lines or spatial distribution 
but whatever the method of decentralisation, the underlying ideology is that all these 
units operating in local offices ought to be responsive to local interests and should 
encourage participation in their activities, thereby acting as vehicles for achieving the 
claimed purpose for providing quality local service delivery. 
 
In Britain, there had been proposals to decentralise local services and devolve 
political controls to neighbourhood committees following manifesto commitments and 
electoral success in the early 1980s. The concept of “area management trials” was 
adopted by several local authorities that went on to attempt different forms of 
decentralisation in practice, primarily concerned with neighbourhood autonomy and 
popular democratic control. Burns et al. (1994), strong advocates for neighbourhood 
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 decentralisation conceptualised such form of decentralisation as providing four 
interlocking and mutually reinforcing components: localisation, flexibility, devolution 
and organisational culture change as given in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Neighbourhood Decentralisation: An Ideal-type Model 
 
1 Localisation The physical relocation of services from a centralised to a 
neighbourhood or “patch” level. 
2 Flexibility The promotion of more flexible forms of management and work 
organisation through multidisciplinary team working, 
multiskilling, local general and corporate management. 
3 Devolved management The devolution of decision making powers to service delivery 
managers and staff. 
4 Organisational culture change The reorientation of management and staff values to promote 
quality of service and local democracy through greater user 
empowerment. 
 
Source: Burns et al. (1994: 88) 
 
Neighbourhood decentralisation, therefore, is designed to shift power or to give 
the appearance of such a shift, to smaller jurisdictions than those which constitutes the 
formal structure of municipal governments, often having been closely associated with 
the vogue for participation (Smith, 1985). For example, many programmes for urban 
reforms in the United States of America and Britain were designed to encourage citizen 
participation in decision making in the belief that communities could overcome their 
problems if their own involvement could be engaged. The emphasis here can be 
explicitly implied to mean either customer, consumer, citizen or community-focused 
approach to management. This impetus for change towards different forms of 
neighbourhood management has stemmed from the recognition and the need to respond 
to many concerns as set out in Table 2. Table 3 outlines the objectives of 
neighbourhood decentralisation. 
 
Table 2: Typical Complaints About Public Service Bureaucracies 
 
1 Unresponsive Front line staff do not have the authority to respond to the public. 
2 Uninformative Few people understand council procedures. 
3 Inaccessible Services are located in huge, hostile buildings miles away from where people 
live, and public meetings are unwelcoming. 
4. Poorly coordinated Despite corporate management initiatives, departmentalism and 
professionalism have grown stronger. 
5 Bureaucratic Virtually every decision has to be made with reference to the “rule book” or 
involves senior management. This requires large amounts of paperwork and 
causes long delays. 
6 Unwilling to listen Staff are trained to be more concerned with departmental and professional 
objectives than with listening to the problems of the public. Answering a public 
enquiry is often seen to be a distraction from work. 
7 Inefficient There is a massive waste as a result of duplication between departments and 
the application of uniform policies which have no flexibility to respond to local 
needs. 
8 Unaccountable Front line staff and their managers cannot be properly held to account for poor 
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 performance if they lack control over the resources that are necessary to deliver 
services, nor can politicians be held to account for decisions made in remote 
central committees which have an impact in unforeseen ways on local 
communities. 
 
Source: Burns et al. (1990: 86) 
 
Table 3: Possible Objectives Of Decentralisation 
 
1 Improving services More sensitive service delivery. Changing the relationship between public 
servants and the public: public at the top. Service panning and policy. 
2 Strengthening local 
Accountability 
Enhancing public influence and control. Making performance more visible 
to the public. Strengthening the power of ward councillors. Promoting 
community development. 
3 Achieving distributional 
aims 
Targeting resources on different areas/groups. 
4 Encouraging political 
awareness 
Winning political support for public services. Increasing public 
knowledge about local issues. Winning support for a political party. 
5 Developing staff Enhancing job satisfaction from working more closely with the public. 
Creating a friendly work environment. Encouraging neighbourhood 
loyalty. 
6 Controlling costs Developing management control to improve cost-effectiveness. 
 
Source: Burns et al. (1990: 88) 
 
It is helpful in discussions about local government to distinguish the two forms 
of decentralisation. On the one hand, it is used to refer to the physical dispersion of 
operations to local offices. In a second sense, it is used to refer to the delegation, or 
devolution of a greater degree of decision making authority to lower levels of 
administration or government. These meanings are sometimes combined in common 
usage. In the context of this paper, the emphasis is on the potential of decentralisation as 
a vehicle for empowering the people in the neighbourhoods (citizen participation), i.e. 
enhancing the degree of decision making authority whether they are local authority 
staff, councillors or the general population residing in the area. 
 
Engaging Citizens As Partners 
 
Epstein et al. (2000) describes citizen engagement as referring to the involvement of 
“citizens”, a term used in the broadest sense to include individuals, groups, non-profit 
organisations and even businesses as corporate citizens. Private organisations are 
included primarily in the sense of their participation for public purposes rather than only 
to protect narrow private interests. In this view, citizen engagement in a community is 
best when it is broad, inclusive and representative of citizens and interests from the 
entire community. Whilst performance measurement is needed to determine whether 
results are achieved, citizen engagement helps assure they are the results that matter to 
the people of the community. 
 
It is worth noting that there is growing and widespread attention internationally 
being paid to citizenship, public deliberation, social capital, community assets, and 
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 community building to name just a few concepts in current discourse (for example, 
Barber, 1998, McKnight and Kretzman, 1993). In the United States, the role of citizen 
has long been seen as more active than merely abiding by the laws of the land and 
voting periodically. Engagement in public deliberation and civic action has long been 
strongly encouraged as part of the pursuit of the “common or public good” (Epstein et 
al., 2000: 8). The American view of citizen, whether alone or in association with other 
citizens, is largely one in the ideal that is more active and engaged in the issues of the 
day rather than passive and withdrawn. 
 
Government increasingly recognises the need for active citizens. In his 1996 
article, Frank Benest, a city manager from California, argued, “the future for local 
government lies in transforming passive consumers of public services into responsible 
citizens” (cited in Epstein et al., 2000: 8). In examining how three states in the United 
States developed energy policies, Timney (1998) characterised their citizen 
participation models as “passive… government for the people,” “active … government 
by the people”, and “hybrid … government with the people” (Timney, 1998: 93). In the 
same book, King and Stivers refer to “active citizenship as different from voting, paying 
taxes, or using government services. It means sharing the authority on the basis of 
which administrative agencies carry out legislative mandates” (King and Stivers, 1998: 
196). 
 
The idea of citizens active in partnership with government is not new. In 
advocating government performance reports to a more active citizenry, Schachter 
(1997) goes back to the early years (1907-1914) of the Bureau of Municipal Research in 
New York for an historical precedent. She cites the bureau’s “concept of  “efficient 
citizenship” which posited that “urban citizens … had a duty to get involved in city 
affairs, help organised bureaus get information on political/administrative performance 
and instruct politicians and bureaucrats … in demands for improvement” (Schachter, 
1997: 4). 
 
Given the complexity of the issues and lively controversy over the nature and 
scope of citizens and civil society, it is difficult to point to a widely accepted “good 
practices framework” either for citizens or for those attempting to engage citizens. 
There are, however, six roles outlined by Epstein et al. (2000) by which citizens 
become partners in performance management, namely: customers, owners or 
shareholders, issue framers, co-producers, service quality evaluators and independent 
outcome trackers. The first two of these roles, customer and owner or shareholder, are 
relatively passive roles. They do not require a high level of engagement, or a “choice” 
by a citizen to become engaged. Citizens are recipients of services and information in 
these roles. These are important roles but they are not, by themselves, what are meant 
by “citizen engagement”. The last three roles, on the other hand, are roles of active 
engagement that usually require citizens to make a choice to become active in a 
substantial way. However, these roles are not mutually exclusive.  Many citizens in 
many communities play multiple roles with respect to community governance.  These 
six roles are discussed in more detail in the following. 
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 Citizens As Customers 
 
Over the past decade or so, the application of customer service techniques to 
government services has been gaining momentum in many countries. The core idea is 
that a citizen should be treated as a valued customer by providers of public services. 
This momentum builds on a decades-old trend in the private sector to improve product 
and service quality for customers. Market research techniques, including customer 
surveys and focus groups, have become a mainstay in the private sector and have gained 
currency in some localities and public services. 
 
Although there have been breakthroughs in treatment of citizens as valued 
customers in public services, much remains to be done by public officials to thoroughly 
evaluate citizen expectations and desires for public services and then to meet them. 
Careful survey research of citizen expectations, particularly for “face-to-face” services, 
together with appropriate benchmarks and good practices for services can help public 
agencies provide more effective services to their citizens as customers. Improving 
customer service dramatically, therefore, is a necessary component in improving the 
perception and reality of government performance. Nevertheless, while “customer” has 
been acknowledged as an important citizen role in many government performance 
improvement efforts, citizens are much more than customers. 
 
Citizens As Shareholders Or Owners 
 
In a democratic society, citizens in addition to being customers really are the “owners” 
of public services. Through their tax payments, citizens are investors in public services 
and publicly-owned assets. Through their votes, citizens are shareholders who elect the 
“boards of directors” responsible for the performance of their governments. Elected 
officials are the people’s stewards not only to responsibly manage finances but also to 
produce desirable results for the public. 
 
A key question from an owner’s perspective with respect to government 
performance is whether government is getting the job done. Citizen-shareholders may 
think about this question in various ways. For example: Are citizen concerns being met 
by public services? Is the job being done fairly and ethically? Does the result provide 
value for the public money spent? In response to these concerns, citizens deserve good 
information offered in a format and manner that is readily understood on the job the 
government is doing. In the Unites States for example, the Governmental Accounting 
Standards Board (GASB) generated considerable attention and heated debate when it 
recommended pursuing the expansion of government financial reporting to include 
performance information. GASB encourages reporting such information in order “to 
answer to the citizenry to justify the raising of public resources for the purposes for 
which they are used” (Hatry et al. (eds.), 1990: v). 
 
Reporting from government to the public as owners or shareholders on how well 
the public enterprises are being operated has grown in quality and popularity. 
Government performance reports have become more common and of greater quality in 
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 the United States at the national, state, and local levels. This trend is also present in 
other countries. In Canada, several provinces recognise the citizen-shareholder role by 
issuing reports to citizens on results. The Province of Alberta, for example, issued 
“Measuring Up ‘98” describing results concerning people, prosperity, and preservation 
(Report available on the World Wide Web at  
http://www.treas.gov.ab.ca/comm/perfmeas/measup98/index.html). Value for Money 
Auditing standards issued by the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants in 1988 
and the Audit Commission for England and Wales’ value for money audits also respond 
in large part to the citizen as “owner” role. In the United States, the U.S. General 
Accounting Office sets government auditing standards that apply to “performance 
audits” of effectiveness, efficiency, and economy at all levels of government. These 
performance audits, which mirror “value for money” audits in other countries, are used 
by an increasing number of state and local governments throughout the country. 
 
Citizens As Issue Framers 
 
There has been a major upswing at the local and state level in engaging citizens in 
identifying and framing issues of concern for communities to guide planning and action. 
Citizens can act as “issue framers” in a number of ways, some of which are: 
1. Vision builders. Citizens have been called on to help to be “visionaries” for their 
communities to articulate a desirable future and broad strategies to get there as 
part of community visioning and strategic planning. 
2. Advisers. Citizens have been called on to provide advice for such things as land 
use, budgeting, or specific services or issues. The “adviser” roles include: 
Community-wide Advisers. Citizens are called to serve on short or longer term 
community-wide advisory committees. 
Street Level Advisers. Citizens serve on block clubs, neighbourhood 
associations, or other groups that identify needs, recommend priorities, and 
attempt to obtain service adjustments and improvements within specific 
neighbourhoods or districts. 
 
Citizens in issue framer roles are often involved in the complex process of 
public deliberation to help reach public judgements big and small, often involving 
different stakeholders with divergent interests in the outcome of public decisions. Public 
opinion expert Yankelovich (1991), has described a seven step process for reaching a 
public judgement about an issue. While all citizen “issue framer” roles are important, 
particular attention is warranted to the “vision builder” role since a widely-accepted 
vision, strategic plan, or set of strategic priorities appears central to achieving effective 
citizen involvement in public management. Building a useful community vision 
especially requires a well-structured process of public deliberation, as community 
members must arrive at important public judgements about what they value, and what 
long-term changes they most want to see in their community. 
 
Citizens As Co-producers Of Services 
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 Beyond being customers, owners, and issue framers, citizens and citizen groups are also 
often asked to play an active role in actually providing or helping to provide important 
services, or in solving specific problems to contribute to achieving a “community 
vision”.  Many communities now recognise that when it comes to resolving many 
important issues, government cannot or will not do it alone. 
 
Productively engaging volunteers and citizen groups as partners with 
government can leverage public resources with citizen effort to multiply the 
improvement of results for communities. Many citizen and citizen group initiatives such 
as the United Nations-initiated “Healthy Cities” movement, and the local community 
problem-solving collaborative movements around drugs or violence prevention, involve 
citizens or citizen groups carrying out activities or services. Volunteers picking up trash 
in an “adopt a highway” programme or tutoring at-risk children to read are additional 
examples. Widely deployed crime prevention programs such as Neighbourhood Watch 
and Business Watch are designed to encourage and facilitate effective community 
action to deter crime. In “civil society”, non-governmental organisations as well as 
individual citizens are often seen as a partner with government services in achieving 
public purposes (Kingsley and Gibson, 1998). 
 
In the role of co-producer of services, with respect to government performance 
management, citizens and citizen groups may become partners in the enterprise of 
improving both the public and non-public parts of service delivery to address 
community concerns. They may develop greater awareness of what constitutes quality 
in a public service and quality of life in the community, of how complex or simple it is 
to produce the desired service outcome, and of barriers and opportunities on the path to 
achieving desirable community outcomes. 
 
Citizens As Service Quality Evaluators 
 
Citizens can also act as partners in efforts to improve public services by assessing the 
performance of public services. Acting as “customers”, citizens sometimes evaluate 
services simply by filling in a reply card after receiving a public service. As more 
deeply involved customers, citizens may become engaged in survey research or focus 
groups. At a still more involved level, citizens may become “evaluators” if they are 
trained as service quality raters to directly assess the performance of public services 
from street cleanliness, to library stack completeness, or to the quality of a public 
transport ride (Epstein et al., 2000). The lack of expertise of lay citizens has not proven 
to be an obstacle. For example, in New York City, a Columbia University team trained 
high school students to interview park users. In Savannah, residents of “at risk” 
neighbourhoods have been trained to walk their neighbourhoods and assess conditions 
needing public attention. In a recent Sloan Foundation-funded innovation by the Fund 
for the City of New York, citizens are using palm-size computers to identify precise 
locations of “street level environment” problems (for example, a broken traffic light or 
curb, clogged catch basin, habitually overflowing trash receptacle), allowing digital 
reporting to responsible agencies and systematic citizen tracking of responsiveness 
(Cohn, 1999). 
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Having citizens rate services can also instruct residents about government’s 
effort to measure its performance and satisfy the citizenry it serves. Engaging citizens in 
this way can lead to a more interested and informed community. The use of volunteer or 
citizen group assessment of the performance of public services can also stretch limited 
resources for measuring performance. The role of citizen as evaluator may be 
distinguished from that of citizen as customer in several ways. In the role of evaluator, 
the citizen is much more engaged in gathering data or in analysing and interpreting 
reports of public service performance. For example, these evaluations can involve being 
active data collectors, as in doing “trained observer” ratings of a neighbourhood or 
facility, “knocking on doors” to gather data from organisations, or surveying one’s 
neighbours about needs or issues. This role can also include citizens interpreting 
performance data they collect. They might also interpret and evaluate data collected by 
others in performance reports provided to citizens. In summary, the role of evaluator is 
much more active and results oriented than that of customer. 
 
Citizens As Independent Outcome Trackers 
 
In a number of communities, citizens have gotten involved in community and regional 
improvement independently of government. Citizen groups have established sets of 
desired outcomes for their community and established systems to track and publicise the 
results of these outcomes. These groups follow various themes, such as “healthy 
communities”, “quality of life” and “sustainable communities”. While there are 
differences in these themes and how groups choose to interpret them, citizens active in 
these groups are all considered “independent outcome trackers” (Epstein et al., 2000). 
 
These “grassroots” measurement and reporting groups should be distinguished 
from more narrowly-based private organisations that also do their own research and 
publicise their results. These narrower groups support particular interests or narrow 
public policy perspectives. What is different about the private, citizen-based 
“independent outcome trackers” is that they tend to track a broad range of issues with a 
community or regional outcomes focus. They are not narrowly focused on a particular 
interest or viewpoint as are most traditional interest and advocacy groups. 
 
These “independent outcome trackers” are interested in long-term community 
health as measured by a wide range of outcomes. They are outcome focused more than 
interest or service focused. They may call attention to particular government services or 
private organisations that they feel are crucial to improving key outcomes, and try to 
stimulate action by those government and private organisations. However, their focus is 
on a broad range of conditions in the community or region, whether they are desirable, 
and whether they are moving in the desired direction for the long-term good of the 
community. 
 
Conducting Community Surveys 
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 The main ideology of the NPM philosophy points to a customer-focused approach 
which aims at improving the quality of public sector service delivery. Within this 
context, Malaysian local authorities can involve citizens in their role as “service quality 
evaluators” by conducting community surveys in the form of survey questionnaires 
covering various issues of concern. Policy recommendations to be made and 
assessments of local government performance will therefore be based upon citizen 
perspectives that would mainly be derived from empirical data obtained from citizens. 
 
Community Survey Design 
 
The purpose of a citizen survey is obvious: to have a balanced view of local authorities’ 
service provisioning situation from the perspectives of citizens or ratepayers. Amongst 
others, such a survey would provide important insights into citizen perceptions, 
expectations and personal experiences with local authorities with regards to municipal 
service provisioning. In addition, information obtained from such surveys would enable 
the development of an objective measure of a community’s level of satisfaction. 
According to Blair and Schwartz (1972), public perception of the quality of services 
provided can be partially measured by analysing volunteered complaint data. They are, 
however, unlikely to be representative of the community because they tend to 
underestimate dissatisfaction: many citizens won’t call the authorities, don’t know how 
to, or are afraid to, or believe it won’t do any good if they did (Hatry and Blair, 1976), 
hence the deployment of the citizen survey. 
 
A citizen survey can also provide a complementary insight into the official 
statistics and indicators (Urban Indicators Programme, 2000) from a citizen’s 
perspective. If the situation described through quantitative official data is different from 
the one reported by citizens, it means municipal conditions are not understood equally 
by local authorities and its citizens and thus, efforts should be made to bridge this gap, 
as depicted in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1: Bridging Gap Between Citizen Perceptions And Service Provisioning 
 
Not only does a citizen survey provide an insight into urban municipal problems 
but it also promotes dialogue between government and the civil society. It may also 
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 help correct some official data and estimates which might not reflect urban municipal 
reality. It is, without doubt, an instrument for improving governance at the city level. 
 
According to Hatry and Blair (1976), the citizen survey has a very appealing 
characteristic in that it is a means for obtaining citizen inputs into government 
programmes and policies that is considerably more representative of the whole 
population than inputs from other sources and without the volatility of information 
sometimes present in other approaches. In other words, it is a systematic measure of 
citizen satisfaction. Two major category of survey uses need to be discussed: 
(a) Firstly, local authorities can obtain opinions from citizens as to their preferences 
and priorities relative to specific services or policies, for example how citizens 
would rank municipal services in terms of their satisfactoriness. 
(b) The second category of usage is to provide background and analytical data for 
use in planning and for establishing or revising programmes and policies. Such 
survey can garner the following information: 
(i) factual information such as frequency of missed garbage collection. 
(ii) indicators of the effectiveness or quality of government services based 
on citizen perceptions of the satisfactoriness of various aspects of those 
services, for example, cleanliness of streets, adequacy of street lighting, 
helpfulness and courteousness of local government employees, and 
timeliness of responses by local government employees to requests for 
services or information. 
(iii) why citizens do not use local authorities’ services or facilities and in 
what circumstances. 
 
The main aim of the citizen survey, therefore, is to obtain first hand knowledge 
of citizen experiences of local authorities’ services, their perception of quality, what 
standards of services they expect of local authorities, and how they rate local 
authorities’ performance generally. In addition, it can also elicit information needed for 
the formulation of a municipal service provisioning framework and operational 
methodology for assessing local government performance. 
 
Online Questionnaire And Database 
 
Apart from the conventional method of conducting surveys, local authorities should tap 
the opportunities provided by current technology by presenting online questionnaires on 
the internet. There are obvious advantages in using this method. Firstly, respondents 
could key in their responses via interactive forms anytime of the day at their own 
convenience into an online database, for example using Microsoft Access database. 
Secondly, this application provides a compatible platform allowing the data keyed in by 
respondents to be readily imported into the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet for data 
processing and analysis and where appropriate, such data can thereafter be imported 
into the SPSS program for further analysis. Thirdly, this method would also enable local 
authorities to check out the responses online in real time, thereby affording a cheaper, 
faster and more convenient way of obtaining responses compared to securing the 
services of enumerators. 
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The open nature of the internet would allow local authorities to reach out to 
every member of their sampling frame. The steps involved in getting respondents to 
participate in the online survey questionnaire are outlined below: 
1. User finds out about the online questionnaire through websites, announcements, 
emails, advertisements, short messaging services etc. 
2. User accesses local authority website 
3. User clicks on questionnaire link 
4. Questionnaire link brings user to application 
5. User fills up questionnaire in either English or Bahasa Melayu 
6. User finishes questionnaire and clicks Submit 
7. Application brings user back to local authority website 
8. Local Authority website thanks user for filling in questionnaire 
 
Structure Of Survey Questionnaire 
 
The community survey questionnaire developed for capturing data as advocated above, 
whether conventional or online, could cover various issues concerning municipal 
service provisioning that could elicit information for both qualitative and quantitative 
analysis. The questionnaire could be designed to capture a wider spectrum of data to 
enable more input for a wider level of analysis to be made depending on the needs of 
the individual local authorities. 
 
In designing the questionnaire, two important factors should be given due 
consideration. Firstly, a clear purpose has to be established so that the survey would not 
result in wasted resources and disappointment and secondly, the questions asked must 
be suitably structured so as to emanate the required type of information. Such a 
questionnaire could take the form of the example shown in Table 4 below. 
 
 
Table 4: Structure Of Survey Questionnaire 
 
Part
s 
Headings 
I. Your Neighbourhood 
II. Council-Public Relationship 
III. Preferences In Services, Rates And Finance 
IV. Procedures For Approval Of Applications 
V. Neighbourhood Cleanliness 
VI. Counter Services 
VII. Complaints And Areas For Improvement 
VIII. Assessment Of Services 
IX. Your Personal Particulars 
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 The approach can consist of several modes of answer, such as requiring 
respondents to fill in their answers by ticking √ the appropriate box or clicking from 
pull-down menus in the case of the online version, to indicate their choice. The nature 
of questions can be mixed: some requiring a simple “yes-no” response while others can 
be close and open-ended for information-gathering purposes. Where a statement or 
opinion is intended, respondents can be asked to write this down in spaces provided. In 
certain instances, respondents can also be prompted to provide a subjective assessment, 
ranking or rating answer including entering a numerical choice in boxes provided, as in 
the traditional five-point Likert scale to force a choice. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper traced the current trend taking place within public sector management, 
propagated by new ideas of management such as the NPM. Decentralisation is being 
seen as one strategy that can be effectively employed in achieving this purpose focusing 
on its potential as a vehicle for empowering the people in the neighbourhoods (citizen 
participation). Engaging citizens can enhance the degree of decision making authority 
whether they are local authority staff, councillors or the general population residing in 
the area. In this respect, citizens can play various roles whether active or passive. Once 
such active role is acting as “service quality evaluators” for local authorities whose 
inputs on service preferences can be obtained via community surveys. Such surveys can 
be conducted in the conventional manner or online over the internet, thereby providing 
a novel, faster and cost-effective way of obtaining citizen preferences for services. 
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